This attractive hypothesis, that Burley's striking title is to be explained by the fact that the work is an attempt to "purify" the logical art of the Ockhamist accretions it had acquired-to its detriment, in Burley's view-will nevertheless not withstand closer scrutiny. For Burley wrote two versions of the work, a shorter and a longer treatise. While the longer one shows a definite knowledge of and strong reaction to views presented in Ockham's Summa logicae (c. 1323), The Shorter Treatise betrays no awareness of Ockham whatever. 2 The obvious and most plausible conjecture therefore is that Ockham's Summa appeared between the two versions of Burley's work. 3 Unfortunately, The Shorter Treatise already describes itself as "a certain treatise on the purity of the art of logic." 4 If that version of the work was written before Ockham's main logical writings, then this phrase, and so the title traditionally given to both versions of the work, can hardly be taken as indicating an attempt to respond to and undo the pernicious effects of those writings, which had not yet appeared.
But the matter does not rest merely on chronology. Even if we allow some leeway in dating the two versions of Burley's work, the main point still stands. For even if Burley did already know something of Ockham and his views when The Shorter Treatise was written, the fact that the work goes on for more than Copyright © 2003 by Paul Vincent Spade and Stephen Menn. All rights reserved. This document may be copied and circulated freely, in printed or digital form, provided only that this notice of copyright is included on all pages copied. 3 sixty pages in the critical edition 5 without once giving any hint of that knowledge makes it very unlikely that the purpose of the work was to attack Ockham's views, or that its description of itself as "a treatise on the purity of the art of logic" has anything to do with "purifying" logic of Ockhamist intrusions. The same holds for The Longer Treatise. Although it does display a knowledge of and reaction to some of Ockham's views, these are confined to one small part of the treatise as a whole, 6 the rest of which has as little to do with Ockhamist contaminations as does The Shorter Treatise.
But if this is so, then just what does the odd title mean?
II. The Solution
At the beginning of the discussion of physics in his Al-Shifā', Avicenna inserts a brief Prologue linking the discussion that follows with the preceding material on logic. Here is how he begins 7 : After sorting out, with God's help, what of the teaching the purity of the art of logic we had to place first in this book of ours … Avicenna then goes on to begin discussing physics.
There, standing out prominently, is our phrase, 'the purity of the art of logic' (= puritatis artis logicae). 'Purity' (= puritas, -tis) here translates the Arabic LBJ» (= lubāb), which means the "marrow, pith, core" of a thing. There is nothing then at all mysterious about what Avicenna is saying. He is saying only that now that he has finished going over the "core" of logic, he is ready to go on to physics.
So too then, there seems to be nothing very mysterious after all about the significance of Burley's title; he is just alluding to Avicenna. There is no implication that the purpose of the book is to "purify" logic from foreign contamination, whether coming from Ockham or anyone else. 9 Yet, if it turns out that there is no real mystery about the meaning of the title, there does remain some mystery about why Burley should have chosen to use it. For On the Purity of the Art of Logic does not show any significant influence of Avicenna's views, on logic or otherwise. On the contrary, the main themes of the work, in either version, are characteristic of the peculiarly Latin mediaeval tradition of the logica modernorum. 10 Burley's title therefore does not seem intended to suggest that the parts of Avicenna's Logic he may have read are the "core" of the logical art, or that they are in any significant way incorporated into his own work. Rather the title probably indicates only that Burley, like Avicenna in Al-Shifā', is going to give a summary account, what he takes to be the "core" of logic, without engaging in textual commentary on Aristotle or anyone else or in wholesale refutation of views he disagrees with. That in any case is what he actually does.
But more needs to be said. Even if Burley did know the incipit of Avicenna's Physics, and even if he did intend the title of his own work to be an allusion to that incipit, there is still the question why he found it appropriate to do so. That is, why did he not find Avicenna's incipit just as puzzling as modern scholars have hitherto found Burley's title? After all, as far as we know Burley did not know Arabic, much less the Arabic text of Avicenna's Physics, and so would have had no way to know that the 'puritas' in Avicenna's incipit was supposed to be a translation of Arabic LBJ».
Indeed, 'puritas' may seem at first like an unlikely translation for this word. But it is worth noting that the Oxford Latin Dictionary gives, among the meanings for 'purus': "free from contaminating ingredients, pure, refined, unadulterated, etc. … (of grain or fruits freed from their outer coverings)," words that could equally well be used to describe a LBJ».
Of course, that is the concrete adjective 'purus', not the abstract noun 'puritas'. And it is the latter we find in the Latin Avicenna and Burley. Still, the use of the abstract for the concrete is hardly unprecedented -consider the expressions 'your majesty', 'your holiness'. Even without resorting to such expressions of exaltedness, there is precedent for the use of abstract 'puritas' in particular in a concrete sense very similar to what we find in Burly and the translator's duplicative" propositions (propositions with "insofar as" expressions in them). In the context of the first citation (p. 160 [paragraph (330) Again, [they say] cloudy [wine] will immediately be turned clear if you put seven pinecones in a pint of the wine, stir it together for a while and let it stand a little. Then take the purity, strain it and serve.
We are not of course suggesting Palladius had any real influence on Burley's choice of a title. Our point is merely that the use of abstract forms in a concrete sense, and the abstract form 'puritas' in particular, must have been familiar enough to Avicenna's translator that he found it appropriate to translate the way he did, and likewise familiar enough to Burley that he both understood the sense of Avicenna's incipit and expected his readers to understand the sense of his own title. Palladius's text at least shows that this sense would not have been a complete neologism.
III. Why Was the Solution Not Realized Before?
If the key to Burley's title is as we have suggested, then why did Boehner not realize it but instead go on to speculate about an anti-Ockhamist agenda? The explanation is straightforward. Traditionally, the "standard" edition of the Latin Avicenna used by mediaevalists has been the Venice edition of 1508. 14 In that edition, our passage reads as follows 15 Postquam expedivimus nos auxilio dei ab eo quod opus fuit praeponere huic nostro libro, scilicet, de doctrina parvitatis logicae artis, … Looking past the inconsequential variants, it is clear what has happened here. The crucial word 'puritatis' has become 'parvitatis' (= smallness, littleness). Paleographers familiar with scholastic abbreviations from this period will immediately recognize this corruption as perfectly natural, indeed as almost inevitable. As a result, Avicenna's remark about the "core" of the logical art has been turned into a dismissive comment on its alleged pettiness.
The critical edition of this portion of the mediaeval Latin Avicenna was not published until 1992, 16 long after Boehner wrote. On the other hand, the correct incipit was known and published by d'Alverny as early as 1952, 17 so that it was available to Boehner if there had been any reason to go look for it. Unfortunately, given the corruption of the incipit in the 1508 edition, there was little reason to recognize Burley's title as an allusion to Avicenna in the first place. And, it must be admitted, unless that allusion is recognized, the title remains very obscure indeed. 18
